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''The attitudes and 
programmatic 
elements of the 
conservative 
restoration from 
1969 to 1984 . .. " 




The war metaphor of the title of this book is 
compelling; it is also legitimate, given that the third 
meaning for war in Webster is "an act of opposition" 
and that the substance of this study of a decade and a 
half of educational history is concerned with the cam-
paigns mounted in the name of bringing the schools to 
where political conservatives thought they ought to be, 
as opposed to where they were perceived to be. In a 
more literal sense, since cycles of reform and conserva-
tism in the schools are not without casualties, body-
counts, waste, alienation and irreversible damage that 
come close to equaling in severity the losses of 
military wars, the title is valid. Ira Shor delineates 
with power and energy and economy the attitudes and 
programmatic elements of the conservative restoration 
of 1969 to 1984. He urges that viable reform alterna-
tives be developed so they can be introduced at the 
inevitable waning of the conservative offensive. 
Shor identifies no winners or losers of the battles 
waged in this period of restoration but rather sees in 
the ideological essence of the undertakings and in their 
implementation strategies sufficient weakness to assure 
their eventual failure. Possibly Shor chooses to forego 
the win/lose issue since most human service endeavors 
result in no such clear-cut positions. Frequently the 
claim to victory is made by those mounting the offense 
simply because they confuse the action state, the 
semper agens, with the quality of the action product. 
To be doing something is to be in control. The semper 
quietus, the reflective and evaluative state, that 
should be the constant partner of attacks and thrusts, 
is most frequently absent until it becomes obvious that 
desired outcomes are not being achieved and that either 
a counterthrust is already underway or a new strategy 
needs to be mounted. 
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Culture Wars is the most recent volume in the series, Critical Social 
Thought, edited by Michael W. Apple. Already published are Critical Social 
Psychology by Philip Wexler; Reading, Writing, and Resistance by Robert Everhart; 
and Arguing for Socialism by Andrew Levine. Apple writes in the introduction to 
this volume, "Education needs to be seen as both a cause and an effect of ideo-
logical, political, and economic movements. It has always been caught up in the 
politics of inequality in the larger society." The editor believes that keeping 
alive the collective memory of democratic economic, political and cultural alter-
natives is a task of the educational community and sees the work of Shor as a 
critical means of our learning what has happened in the recent past. 
The foreword of Paulo Friere highlights the presence of politics in educa-
tional policy-making and endorses the book for the clarity and strength of its 
presentation of three educational programs mounted during the period of conserva-
tive restoration for the purpose of fulfilling the political goals of the con-
servative interests in power at the time. In the final chapter of the book the 
work of Friere is offered as a model for the reform not only of school organiza-
tion but of the learning/teachi ng process itself. 
It should be noted that the annotated bibliography is invaluable for its 
referencing of writings done during the years under study. Books, government 
publications, newspaper and magazine articles are cited to support the exposition 
of the text and represent the findings, opinions, pronouncements of educators, 
politici ans, sociologists, economi sts and popular journalists. The annotation 
is detailed, rich and lively, and, as expected, reflects Shor's liberal, reform 
point of view. 
Shor divides the substance of the book into five parts, with the first and 
last chapters given to description and explanation of what he calls the "hinges" 
of 1969 and 1983 and the three central chapters devoted to three educational 
programs launched by conservative educators and polit i cians during this decade 
and a half. It is of interest to me that the fifteen-year period was remarkably 
similar in length to the pendulum swing described by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. in 
the recently published The Cycles of History. Schlesinger writes that "a burst 
of government energy occurs alternated with conservative restoration" every 
thirty years. If, indeed, the life expectancy of an historical or cultural shift 
in thi s country is f i fteen years, including time at each end for waxing and wan-
i ng, then it can be expected that grass-roots educators and local policy-makers 
will have imposed on them in a professional lifetime four or five shifts to be 
added to the one or two which they experienced in their student life. Such an 
atmosphere for learning and teaching would seem to be turbulence-ridden; even 
reasonably flex i ble persons could be expected to seek relief in stability. Shor 
makes no direct reference to this concern. Possibly he would agree with Albert 
Shanker who observed that "our schools have been more successful in resisting 
fundamental change than any other institution in society." More probably Shor 
believes that the careful review and analysis of one series of "culture wars" 
will provoke concern for both the short and long-term effects of these under-
takings on students and educational institutions and will motivate a movement 
toward formation and implementation of educational policy that is non-exploita-
tive, that makes no unethical use of children or institutions for the advantage 
or profit of the policy-makers. He makes it quite clear that exploitation was 
an inevitable outcome of change in the conservative era and was cause for little 
concern. Very possibly a conservative's account of reform movements would view 
exploitation in the same light, an unavoidable loss in a time of comparative 
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gain. But since educational exploitation, be it conservative or reform gener-
ated, is not always manifested in situations of immediacy, urgency or perceived 
crisis, as noted by Dean Graham of the School of Education at Harvard, but 
rather in such chronic, long-standing conditions as lifetime welfare dependence 
or crime addiction, the response of the public is awareness of the gnawing prob-
lems of the exploited without a focused attempt at solution. 
The hinge of 1969, the pivotal point on which the conservative reform was 
to hang, was the desire for a national consensus in support of order, the control 
of dissent and the imposition of standards. Shor shows how, one year after the 
election of Richard Nixon, the deliberate move to shape an economy and an educa-
tional system that would be spare, lean and authoritative got underway. The 
economic austerity of the times was used to make acceptable the shift in emphasis 
from equity to excellence. Shor calls up, one after another, the multiplicity of 
situations, political, economic and educational, that the conservatives found 
intolerable. "Settling for less" is the term he uses to describe the theme of 
their program of reform. 
Settling for less, as exemplified in three major waves of school reform over 
the next fifteen years--the first, career education in the early 1970s, then the 
Literary Crisis and back-to-basics in the 1975-82 period and third, the war for 
excellence of 1982 to 1984--is the framework for the book's exposition of the 
history of this cultural pendulum swing. Settling for less and the emergence of 
career education, back-to-basics and excellence as stars in the federal educa-
tional firmament meant the diminution and virtual elimination of alternative and 
remedial programs and the return of the "take it or leave it" attitudes of 
schools that had prevailed in pre-World War II years. Settling for less signaled 
the yielding up of the growing independence of many schools of the post-World 
War II era to the uncompromising influence of business, industry and political 
machines. 
My own recollection of the first of Shor's wars, career education, was of 
its sudden appearance as the major item in the federal educational agenda of the 
day. Quiet unexpectedly, without a Sputnik or a Great Society as impetus, there 
was money, federal money that is, to be spent in compliance with federal guide-
lines. Impoverished school boards, reluctant to refuse any financial support, 
ordered that course outlines be prepared and that time be forced out of student 
schedules to accommodate career education classes. It is implied that local 
decision-makers shared the same motivation as their federal counterparts as they 
accepted career education as the new remedy to educational ills, that they used 
career education as a means of cutting the numbers in college tracks and thereby 
addressing the problem of "over-educated" America while at the same time shifting 
students from the potential drop-out pool and the general tracks and thereby 
approaching the more democratic single system for all. It might be said, and 
rather crassly, that career education was the only funded game in town, and so 
local schools took the money without careful analysis of the consequences. 
Shor points out that the massive ambition of the career education project, 
and indeed of back-to-basics and excellence, was neither supported with adequate 
funding nor aided by a research base that gave credibility to its curriculum. 
He turns a glaring light on the political and economic influences which launched 
and attempted to sustain this movement. He shows that the demand for relevancy 
was now honored in the breach, as education became preparation for work. 
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But schools were not showing to the conservative policy-makers identifiable 
improvement. Acting like politicians who move quickly out of an arena when 
failure or near-failure is imminent, these policy-makers began the next campaign, 
the war on illiteracy, the back-to-basics movement. For this attack they pro-
duced hard, numerical evidence of the prevalence of failure. Tables and charts 
appeared in professional journals, popular magazines and daily newspapers 
documenting the decline in SAT scores and in reading and math achievement scores. 
Accountability and meeting minimum standards now forced the alteration of the 
curriculum; more time was given to reading and math, time taken from art, music, 
physical education, even from science and social studies. More time was given 
to testing. Shor presents in sharp detail the effects on classrooms, the threats 
made to all involved with learning and teaching should the back-to-basics move-
ment fail to reach its goals. With extensive use of the media, business leaders, 
cabinet officers, the military caused an epidemic of dissatisfaction with the 
schools and an acceptance of the existence of a national crisis. Test-score 
raising began to be seen as the proper work of the schools. 
At no time does Shor suggest that there was a definite point of surrender 
in his wars. Rather one campaign flowed into the next. When study of test 
scores of poor and minority students showed significant gains, conservatives 
used this evidence to herald the success of the educational equity movement and 
to justify cut-backs in remedial and bilingual programs offered in poor and 
minority communities. Better test scores and increased retention rates of the 
poor and minorities indicated that sufficient attention and investment had been 
accorded to these students and that the time was now right for addressing the 
needs of those at the middle and upper end of the achievement range. Thus was 
provided a transition from back-to-basics to excellence. 
Equity would now have to settle for less. The war for excellence, against 
mediocrity, was related to economic recovery, world trade and national security. 
The schools were seen as an immediately identifiable cause of the loss of the 
American Dream as well as the means by which the Dream might be recaptured. If 
student achievement in America were to compare favorably with that of European 
and certain Asian countries, our competitors in both the arms race and in 
industrial production and sales, our national anxieties would be reduced. Shor 
moves through the events of 1982 to 1984 relating them to the focus on individual 
student competency, with competency to be understood primarily as the acquisition 
of computer skills. How the prevailing political philosophy of the times found 
its way to the schools is well-documented. The virtue of capitalistic enter-
prise, deregulated and independent, justified reduced federal support for 
schools. If local communities valued programs, let them finance them. It was 
clear, but seldom stated by federal authorities, that without support poor 
schools could not be expected to produce excellence. Wealthier communities 
would have computers; poor communities would not. The excellence campaign, as 
conceived, was exploitative but so was the entire human services program of the 
Reagan administration. 
But 1983 was a year of an abundance of educational writing that reached 
both the professional and popular markets, and it was inevitable that the injus-
tice of the excellence campaign, its continued under-funding and the lack of 
financial support for educational programs at large, the impact of a growing 
teacher shortage, the sterility of computer instruction and the continuing 
back-to-basics curriculum, that all of these issues would be treated in these 
studies of schools and their teachers and students. Shor cites these writings 
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in both the main text and in the bibliography and finds in them the elements 
that made 1983 a hinge year. 
The book's final chapter on the hinge of 1983, subtitled Answers rise like 
angels: agendas for transformation, is one which a liberal reformer lives to 
write. In 1983 reconstruction was prevalent in banking, industry, in medical 
services, in a great variety of American institutions and systems. So the call 
for educational transformation that was beginning to be heard was very much in 
line with that coming from other public and private sectors. Shor culls out, 
from the year's significant writings and speeches, observations, pronouncements 
and recommendations that pointed to the need for more than another campaign, for 
what he calls a transformation. Surely no one could have said to Sizer, Boyer, 
Goodlad, the American Heritage Foundation and Phyllis Noble (on Friere), "Now, 
publish. It is 1983 and time." Yet the year produced from this wide range of 
educational theorists and practitioners, angels in Shor's eye, what constituted 
an outline for transforming the schools, for changing curriculum and learning/ 
teaching styles, for organizing learning centers, for selecting and training 
teachers, for providing adequate and attractive buildings, for developing new 
materials, for paying the bills. Consistent with his premise that school and 
society are forever linked, Shor indicates his belief that political and economic 
forces are ready to accommodate to and even support the changes proposed for 
American schools. Discontented with the results of the conservative mandate in 
the economy, in foreign policy, in health and social services programs, Americans 
are listening to presentations of alternatives. Even as I write, the Catholic 
bishops, usually seen as conservative and detached from government involvement, 
are preparing to go to the government to urge planning for solving the unemploy-
ment problem. The conservative initiatives in education have not solved the 
problems identified and have, indeed, created new ones. 
Shor places strong emphasis on the student as the center of transformation. 
Student needs, student reactions, student benefits become the focus of reform 
campaigns. How students learn most effectively emerges as the critical determi-
nant of teaching strategies, of school organizations, of curriculum content, scope 
and sequence. Shor turns to the work of Illich and Friere for insights into how 
best to infuse a student-centered approach into the existing learning/teaching 
milieu with its impregnation of both attitudes and practices left from the career 
preparation, test score, excellence movements. 
Transformation will be primarily generated in the classroom with attention 
given to the quality of student-teacher interaction and respect paid to the 
richness of the diversity of student culture and language. Shor believes that 
at no time need the return to equity foreclose the search for excellence, nor 
does he expect that a breadth of course offerings and variations of teaching and 
school organization styles will breed disorder or chaos. It is known that there 
are teachers who can work with students in a non-exploitive, humanistic way. 
Pressure to pay teachers adequately for such service is now being exerted. 
Assurance of a support system for teachers is now being offered, with increased 
planning time, reasonable pupil/teacher ratios, efficient and attractive work 
places appearing as part of teacher contracts. As communities attempt to attract 
the bright, capable, caring persons who have been bypassing teaching for business, 
law, medicine, social work, they are being forced to examine what they have been 
doing over the last fifteen years and make transformations in the teaching/ 
learning systems. 
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The hard truth is that really major changes take years to effect, but since 
the essential elements of liberal schooling are very much in the minds of Shor 
and his colleagues as are the fundamental weaknesses and the extremes and 
excesses of the programs of an earlier liberal era, transformation should be 
marked by a waxing stage that is strong, confident, assured. In this final 
chapter Shor's citations from current writing give evidence of a groundswell, 
not of a few voices crying in the wilderness, of support for transformation. 
Justice Brennan wrote, "I have always felt that a member of the Court is duty-
bound to continue stating the constitutional principles that have governed his 
decis i ons, even if they are in dissent, against the day when they no longer be 
in dissent." Shor and the liberal reformers have done their duty, and their day 
is coming. 
The reality of two more years of the Reagan administration must be faced, 
but the reflection and research done by liberals and those non-aligned persons 
who recognized the harm and the dangers of the conservative restoration has 
produced a strategic plan for reversing the pendulum swing. 
Shor's work, with its facile blending of both the philosophical foundations 
and the pragmatic components in the account of the conservative restoration, and 
its dynamic presentations of the persons involved and of the political and 
economic forces of the era, and finally its recommendations for the liberal 
restoration is, as the Irish would say, worth a read and a remembering. 
37 
